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Obituary
David Mervyn Blow (1931–2004):
Pioneer of Protein Crystallography
Many colleagues at Cambridge, Imperial College, and
across the world must have been saddened to learn
of the death of David Blow on June 8th. David was a
remarkable individual whose modesty belied his extraor-
dinary accomplishments. A leading light in the early days
of protein crystallography, David helped lay the founda-
tions for what has been one of the most spectacularly
successful techniques of modern molecular biology.
Following his years of National Service as a pilot in
the RAF, David won an open scholarship to Cambridge
where he studied physics, which had enthralled him at
school. During his degree, he particularly enjoyed Bill
Cochran’s course on crystallography, which had in-
cluded a couple of guest lectures by Sir Lawrence
Bragg. Shortly after graduating, he was offered a place
to work with Max Perutz on the structure of hemoglobin,
a problem that had already occupied Perutz for many
years and would do so until the end of his long life.
Hearing the advice of his physics tutor that Perutz was David Blow, South Wales, 1996
unreliable and prone to making mistakes, David sought
reassurance from Sir George Thomson (then Master of
his College), who had won a Nobel Prize in 1927. “Phys- ture and elucidated the mechanism of -chymotrypsin,
then only the second enzyme structure to be studied atics is going to be very important in biology. Go for it!”
Thompson told him, giving advice David wanted to hear. atomic resolution. In his work on chymotrypsin, David
collaborated closely with Brian Hartley, whom he hadDavid’s first task on joining the lab was to learn how
to purify and crystallize various hemoglobins. He soon met as a graduate student and who was to join the
Biochemistry Department of Imperial College in 1974,moved on to his real strength, theoretical aspects of
crystallography, and he began to consider how the three years before David himself moved to Imperial with
Alan Wonacott to set up the Biophysics Section in themethod of isomorphous replacement that Perutz had
used to analyze centric projections could be general- Department of Physics.
While at Imperial, David continued his work in proteinized. During this time, he shared an office with Francis
Crick, which led to a seminal paper, a couple of years crystallography and solved the structures of several im-
portant proteins, including an aminoacyl tRNA synthe-later, on the rigorous treatment of errors that illustrated
David’s powerful analytical skills. Following two years tase, cholesterol oxidase, and collagenase. During this
period, he also helped found the British Crystallographicas a Fulbright scholar at the NIH and MIT with Alex
Rich, David returned to Cambridge to participate in the Association. He was, however, increasingly pressured
by administrative responsibilities, which he took ondevelopment of the burgeoning field of protein crystal-
lography. During his absence, the first protein structures more through a sense of duty than desire. Indeed, he
had a very strongly developed sense of duty, instilledhad been determined (of myoglobin and hemoglobin),
and on his return David set about developing other novel no doubt in part by his father, a Methodist minister. He
became Dean of the Royal College of Science and latertechniques for determining protein structures. Because
the  and  chains of hemoglobin had very similar con- Head of Physics, then the largest department in the
College and one of the largest Physics departments informations, he considered, together with Michael Ross-
mann, how a crystallographer might have been able to the country. He was also elected by the staff as one of
their representatives on the Board of Governors. Thesepredict this from the diffraction data. The solution to
the problem led to the development of the rotation and responsibilities had an adverse impact on his health,
already compromised by a serious heart condition thattranslation functions (which remain to this day powerful
crystallographic tools). had come on suddenly during a short sabbatical in North
Carolina in 1985. David took early retirement in 1994,These technical developments have had a major im-
pact on protein crystallography, but David was keen to but continued to be active throughout his retirement
as a Senior Research Fellow, pursuing his research,apply these techniques himself and, together with Brian
Matthews, Paul Sigler, and others, he solved the struc- teaching, and writing books and historical memoirs. Dur-
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ing this time, he lived with his wife Mavis in the small
seaside town of Appledore in North Devon, where his
great-grandfather had lived. Characteristically, David
entered into the spirit of the community, working hard
as the Chairman of the local branch of the Campaign
to Protect Rural England as well as a supporter of the
brass band, of which Mavis was an enthusiastic mem-
ber. Indeed, David used all his administrative experience
to successfully apply for a lottery grant to obtain funding
for new instruments for the band.
Very few members of the community in Appledore
would have been aware of David’s scientific emi-
nence—he was modest in the extreme and never came
close to boasting about his achievements. He won many
honors, including election to the Royal Society in 1972,
being made a Foreign Associate of the French Acade´mie
des Sciences in 1992, winning the CIBA medal of the
Biochemical Society, and sharing (with David Phillips)
the Charles Le´opold Meyer prize of the French Acade´mie
in 1979 and the Wolf Prize for Chemistry in 1987, the
latter allowing him and Mavis to buy a small cottage in
Appledore. He was quietly passionate about what he
did and enjoyed nothing more than talking science to
his colleagues. Even so, David was a private man who
bore his final illness, lung cancer, with typical fortitude
and good humor, sharing this burden with very few peo-
ple. The only thing that troubled David in his last months
was the heartache and stress that his passing would
cause to others, particularly, of course, his wife Mavis
and their two children, Elizabeth and Julian. It was typi-
cal of David that he spent so much time during his last
months getting his affairs in order to lessen the burden
on others.
David was an outstanding scientist and made a great
impact at both Cambridge and Imperial. Those who had
the privilege of working with him knew him as a man
of complete integrity, scrupulous fairness, and good-
natured warmth. His many students, friends, and col-
leagues were enriched by knowing him and will miss
him greatly.
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